324                FAILING  HEALTH
with the courage and conscientiousness of the true artist he did not hesitate in the task he had set himself, but ever darkened and deepened the shadows of his tragedy towards the close.
It is not surprising to hear that this sumptuous house cost 400,000 francs, but it is astonishing, and it gives the inhabitant of steady-going England an idea of the inconvenience of revolutions, that its owner  and  occupant  should in  1848 have  been starving in the midst of magnificence, and that it should have been impossible for him to find a purchaser for some small curiosity, if he had wished to sell it to buy bread.    Part of the cost of the house had been defrayed by Madame Hanska, but Balzac had evidently overstepped her limits, and had involved himself seriously in debt.    One of the alleged reasons given by the lady for the further deferment   of  her promise to  become   Madame Honore de Balzac, was the state of embarrassment to which Balzac had reduced himself by his expenditure in decoration;   and, in his despair and disgust, the home he had been so happily proud of, and which seemed destined never to be occupied, soon became to him "that rascally plum box."
At this time, however, he was still tasting the joys of ownership, and was, as usual, hopeful about the future. His dreams of theatrical success seemed at last destined to come true.* Hostein, who had rushed to the Rue Fortune^ as soon as he heard of the arrival of the great man, to ask for
* " Honore de Balzac/' by Edmond underwent at the hands of the doctor
